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A 

LITERACY 

AND 

WRITING  CENTER 
IN  AFRICA 

THE  NEED 

Rapid  changes  in  Africa  require  that  the  Christian  church 
there  accelerate  promptly  both  its  education  and  training  program 
within  the  church  and  the  effective  communication  of  the  Gospel 
to  non-Christians.  For  both  of  these  literature  is  a  tool  of  great 
importance,  not  yet  adequately  used  by  the  Christian  church.  For 
Africa  both  literacy  and  literature  are  needed  in  a  well  coordin¬ 
ated  program. 

The  success  of  World  Christian  Books  and  their  translation 
into  many  languages  suggest  similar  coordination  of  resources  for 
a  continent-wide  approach  to  the  Christian  task  of  evangelism  and 
nurture.  Since  none  of  the  World  Christian  Books  have  been  trans¬ 
lated  into  African  languages,  there  is  need  for  a  fresh  approach  to 
literature  for  Africa. 

However,  literature  prepared  for  the  western  world,  or  for 
peoples  far  advanced  into  modern  world  culture,  does  not  commun¬ 
icate  adequately  to  tribal  or  unsophisticated  peoples.  What  is 
needed  is  Christian  literature  prepared  especially  for  African 
readers,  written  by  African  authors  and  produced  in  the  context  of 
the  cultures  of  Africa. 

Just  as  missionary  work  includes  education,  health  services, 
agricultural  demonstrations  and  many  other  needs  of  daily  life,  so 
literacy  and  literature  promoted  by  missions  and  churches  should 
serve  the  whole  life. 

The  Committee  on  World  Literacy  and  Christian  Literature, 

156  Fifth  Avenue,  New  York  10,  New  York.  August  1957 


A  PROPOSAL 


It  is  proposed  to  establish  a  Literacy  and  Writing 
Center  in  Africa. 


PHYSICAL  EQUIPMENT  -  HEADQUARTERS 

It  is  hoped  to  find  a  mission  station  in  a  favorable  climate 
where  quarters  may  be  rented  for  the  initial  period. 

TEACHERS  -  two  or  more  competent  teachers 

Requirements:  A  sense  of  Christian  vocation;  professional 
study  in  linguistics,  anthropology  or  theology,  experience 
in  literacy  campaigns  and  in  the  writing  and  production  of 
literature.  The  goal  will  be  to  find  African  leadership,  but 
in  the  initial  period  it  will  probably  be  necessary  to  enlist 
missionary  personnel. 

WRITERS 

To  this  Center  African  writers  and  missionary  colleagues 
will  be  invited  for  specific  assignments.  Here,  away  from 
the  distractions  of  their  regular  work,  for  a  given  period  they 
will  have  the  assistance  of  staff  and  resources  for  the  writ¬ 
ing  of  manuscripts. 

TRAINEES 

Selected  groups  of  African  and  missionary  leaders  will  be 
invited  for  writing  workshops  of,  say,  three  to  six  months. 
They  will  be  chosen  from  different  countries  and  language 
areas.  Some  work  groups  may  pursue  a  common  theme,  such 
as  Bible  studies,  the  Christian  home,  a  Christian  approach 
to  the  fear  of  evil  spirits,  literature  for  new  literates,  etc. 

An  authority  on  the  topic  may  be  invited  to  lead  the  study 
and  discussion,  as  the  group  outlines  manuscripts  on  the 
topic  set  before  it.  It  is  hoped  that  a  master  document  will 
be  prepared  in  a  lingua  franca  (English,  French,  or  both) 
to  represent  common  agreement  of  the  group,  but  that  each 
member,  or  those  from  a  common  language  area,  will  pre¬ 
pare  vernacular  manuscripts.  These  will  carry  variations 
on  the  common  theme,  as  required  for  communication  into 
different  cultures  and  languages.  Thus  a  given  workshop 


TRAINEES  (con’t) 


group  will  be  expected  to  produce  both  vernacular  manu¬ 
scripts  in  a  number  of  languages  and  a  master  document  or 
documents  available  for  translation  into  other  languages. 

The  three  to  six  months’  experience  will  prepare  the  trainees 
for  continued  writing  of  Christian  literature  part-time  or 
full-time  when  they  return  to  their  homes.  It  is  assumed 
that  there  will  be  few  full-time  writing  positions  available, 
but  that  much  Christian  literature  will  continue  to  be  pro¬ 
duced  by  part-time  writers.  As  new  groups  of  trainees  are 
brought  to  the  Center  to  work  on  topics  in  which  they  have  a 
special  interest  the  number  of  potential  writers  in  each 
language  area  will  be  increased. 

When  a  trainee  is  sent  by  a  mission,  church  or  Christian 
council  to  the  Writing  Center,  special  efforts  must  be  made 
to  urge  that  he  be  given  opportunity  to  continue  writing  after 
return  to  his  field. 

LITERACY  CENTER 

The  Center  will  also  serve  as  a  base  for  experts  of  our  lit¬ 
eracy  training  team  in  Africa.  Since  the  teachers  will  also  be 
literacy  experts,  some  of  them  may  spend  three  to  four 
months  of  each  year  in  a  literacy  campaign  in  a  strategic 
part  of  Africa,  thus  linking  the  work  of  the  Center  to  actual 
conditions  in  the  field.  Consultation  on  literacy  problems 
will  be  of  value  to  workers  in  many  language  areas.  The 
preparation  and  follow-up  for  literacy  tours  can  be  handled 
more  effectively  in  an  African  Center  than  from  a  distance. 

EDITORIAL  SERVICES 

As  manuscripts  are  produced  at  the  Center,  they  must  be 
prepared  for  publication.  In  some  cases  it  will  be  advisable 
to  issue  mimeographed  editions  for  temporary  use.  When 
manuscripts  are  prepared  for  translation  into  vernaculars, 
notes  for  translators  and  adaptors  will  also  be  prepared. 

The  publication  of  manuscripts,  however,  will  be  referred 
to  literature  committees  of  the  Christian  councils.  The 
Writing  Center  will  not  attempt  to  take  responsibility  for 
publishing.  (Some  publishing  firms  have  already  expressed 
an  interest  in  the  proposal.) 


CLEARING  HOUSE 


The  Center  will  serve  as  a  clearing  house  for  material  and 
information  of  value  to  literature  committees  of  the  councils. 
It  may  be  able  to  facilitate  the  exchange  of  literature  be¬ 
tween  countries,  and  to  suggest  material  in  one  language 
that  can  be  adapted  to  other  languages.  It  will  also  be  a 
Center  where  experts  can  share  information  on  projects 
related  to  literacy  and  literature.  Although  this  proposal 
does  not  place  major  emphasis  on  research,  the  presence 
and  work  of  the  Center  will  encourage  studies  and  provide 
for  the  interchange  of  research  findings  and  information. 

SPECIAL  INSTITUTES 

Some  of  the  special  interest  writers’  workshops  mentioned 
under  Trainees  may  develop  into  institutes  on  new  lines. 
Editors’  conferences,  booksellers  and  distributors’  confer¬ 
ences,  short  story  writing,  etc.,  etc.,  may  be  considered  by 
special  groups.  The  Center  may  become  a  useful  site  for 
conferences  on  Bible  translation  or  other  activities  related 
to  Christian  literature. 

NEW  APPROACHES  TO  LITERATURE 

Other  functions  may  be  served  by  the  Center  as  opportunity 
offers.  Studies  in  the  effectiveness  of  Christian  literature, 
the  needs  and  priorities  for  new  material,  the  problems  of 
communication  through  coordination  of  text  and  illustration, 
etc.,  will  be  a  great  service. 

It  is  hoped  that  the  correlation  of  written  communication  to 
the  arts  and  culture  of  Africa  may  thus  be  advanced.  Illus¬ 
trations  by  African  artists,  religious  drama,  hymns  and 
music  are  fields  of  promise. 


SOME  BASIC  PRINCIPLES 


Implicit  in  the  above  suggestions  are  certain  guiding 
principles  which  should  be  carefully  studied  and  ex¬ 
pressed. 


1.  The  Literacy  and  Writing  Center  is  planned  as  an  activity 
of  the  Christian  churches  and  missions,  in  order  to  strength¬ 
en  and  aid  their  work,  and  to  increase  their  humanitarian 
services. 

2.  The  aim  is  literature  for  Africans,  by  Africans,  prepared  in 
Africa.  The  translation  of  Anglo-Saxon  or  other  foreign 
materials  is  not  the  primary  purpose.  What  is  required  is 
the  skill  of  cultural  communication  (God’s  Word  in  man’s 
language)  to  the  people  of  Africa. 

3.  Literacy  work  should  be  closely  correlated  to  the  prepara¬ 
tion  of  literature  for  those  of  limited  reading  ability.  The 
emphasis  is  on  the  training  of  authors  to  write  for  audiences 
of  limited  experience  in  reading.  Once  writers  gain  this 
skill,  they  can  communicate  not  only  with  the  new  literate, 
but  they  can  easily  adapt  their  style  to  readers  of  increased 
ability,  and  to  other  media  of  communication. 

4.  Practical  experiments  and  research  are  needed  in  the  prob¬ 
lem  of  effective  communication  of  the  Gospel  in  Africa 
through  (a)  vernaculars,  (b)  trade  or  regional  languages, 
and  (c)  one  of  the  world  languages,  as  English  or  French. 

5.  Christian  literature  requires  the  recognition  that  many 
forms  and  expressions  are  needed.  Material  for  new  liter¬ 
ates,  Christian  education  curriculum,  study  and  devotional 
aids,  the  use  of  pictures,  periodicals  and  magazines,  as 
well  as  books  and  pamphlets,  should  be  studied  as  parts 
of  a  total  program. 

6.  The  results  of  studies  in  the  West  on  readability  and  the 
effect  of  style,  vocabulary,  illustration  and  layout  on  the 
communication  of  ideas  should  be  made  available  to  those 
who  will  produce  Christian  literature  in  Africa. 


SOME  BASIC  PRINCIPLES  (con’t) 

7.  The  project  centered  in  Africa  makes  it  possible  to  test  re¬ 
sults  constantly  against  actual  conditions.  The  use  of 
portable  libraries  and  of  reading  rooms  should  be  accompan¬ 
ied  by  a  careful  study  of  reading  habits  in  developing  the 
skills  of  literacy  for  peoples  to  whom  they  are  still  strange. 

8.  The  plans  for  a  Literacy  and  Writing  Center  should  be  kept 
flexible  at  this  stage,  to  allow  for  adaptation  to  actual 
conditions  and  experimentation  in  method.  Some  of  the 
items  of  this  plan  are  deliberately  phrased  in  general  terms 
for  this  reason. 


ORGANIZATION 

If  the  needs,  proposal,  and  basic  principles  commend 
themselves  to  the  member  boards  of  Li t-L it,  we  be¬ 
lieve  that  practical  plans  can  be  made. 

PERSONNEL 

The  most  important  matter  is  the  finding  of  leadership  that 
may  be  assigned  by  the  missions  or  churches  to  a  Literacy 
and  Writing  Center.  This  we  believe  can  be  accomplished. 
For  example,  if  this  proposal  gains  acceptance,  a  mission¬ 
ary  couple  with  long  and  successful  practical  experience 
in  literacy-1  iterature  work  in  Africa  is  available  for  assign¬ 
ment.  With  them  should  be  associated  another  experienced 
writer  with  the  gift  of  teaching.  Depending  upon  the  physi¬ 
cal  arrangements,  a  housekeeper-manager  may  al so  be  needed. 

COOPERATION  OF  CHRISTIAN  COUNCILS  IN  AFRICA 

Extensive  study  and  travel  in  Africa  have  made  possible 
careful  consultations  on  the  need  for  literacy  and  Christian 
literature,  and  many  friends  and  groups  there  have  assured 
Lit-Lit  of  their  full  cooperation. 

PHYSICAL  PLANT 

A  modest  Center  is  needed,  with  dwellings  for  the  small, 
permanent  staff,  and  for  visiting  writers  and  trainees.  It 
is  hoped  that  a  suitable  location  can  be  found,  sufficiently 
quiet  for  a  working  center  and  yet  not  too  inaccessible,  to 
be  rented  for  an  initial  three  to  five-year  period. 


ORGANIZATION  (con’t) 
FINANCES 


It  is  anticipated  that  the  support  of  missionary  personnel 
will  be  contributed  by  member  boards  who  recognize  in  this 
Center  a  service  to  all  of  Africa.  Some  part  of  the  travel 
and  living  expenses  of  African  writers  may  be  provided  by 
Lit-Lit’s  Weller  Fund  for  the  training  of  personnel.  The 
rental  of  quarters  and  operating  expenses  will  not  be  an  un¬ 
reasonably  heavy  burden  for  boards  interested  in  Africa. 

Some  of  our  Lit-Lit  committee  members  are  ready  to  present 
this  project  to  member  boards  for  special  grants.  Some 
parts  of  the  program  may  be  of  interest  to  foundations  in 
this  country. 

DIRECTION 

Much  of  the  success  of  the  plan  will  depend  on  the  leader¬ 
ship  assigned  to  the  Center.  A  board  of  directors  or  manage¬ 
ment  will  be  needed  to  make  responsible  decisions.  In  ad¬ 
dition,  there  should  be  an  Advisory  Council,  made  up  of 
experts  in  literacy  and  literature  who  are  familiar  with  the 
work  of  the  churches  in  Africa. 

CONSULTATION 

This  proposal  is  made  by  the  Committee  on  World  Literacy 
and  Christian  Literature  to  its  member  boards,  to  the  Africa 
Committee  of  the  Division  of  Foreign  Missions  of  the  Na¬ 
tional  Council  of  the  Churches  of  Christ  in  the  U.S.A.  and 
to  other  missions,  organizations  and  individuals  concerned 
wi  th  an  advance  in  the  Christian  cause  in  Africa.  It  is  hoped 
to  develop  the  Literacy  and  Writing  Center  on  a  basis  of  the 
widest  cooperation  possible  in  keeping  with  the  essential 
purposes  of  the  proposal. 


Comments  and  suggestions  are  invited.  They  may  be  sent  to: 

Dr.  Floyd  Shacklock,  Executive  Secretary 
Committee  on  World  Literacy  and  Christian  Literature 
156  Fifth  Avenue 
New  Y ork  10,  N.  Y. 


PRIN  TED  IN  U.S.A. 


